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 As the fourth largest private research institution in the United States 
Boston University (BU) serves more than 18,000 students, and approxi-
mately seven percent study a second language. Since 2007, when the 
President unveiled his Strategic Plan, the overall scope and diversity of 
foreign language instruction across campus and through BU’s Office of 
International Programs has increased dramatically. He is clearly fulfill-
ing his mandate to strengthen the quality of the faculty, strive for excel-
lence in undergraduate education, emphasize interdisciplinary studies, 
and deepen connections to the city of Boston and the world.1 The 
unveiling of his plan coincided with the arrival of a new Dean in the 
College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) who recognized that BU’s assets in 
languages could be developed into a signature strength of the College, 
and made a special commitment to nurturing the less commonly taught 
languages that cannot rely on prior student preparation.
Administrative aspirations to leadership in global education and a 
strong research tradition paid off when BU became the 62nd mem-
ber of the prestigious Association of American Universities (AAU) in 
2012. Simultaneously, the size of the freshman class decreased by 
15%, which drives up quality and intensity of faculty interaction with 
students. Increased SAT scores and high school GPAs, coupled with 
greater selectivity now puts BU’s acceptance rate at 33% as opposed 
to 60% a decade ago. This translates to higher retention and gradua-
tion rates, as well as better job placement. BU also manages one of the 
country’s largest study abroad enterprises, with 2,600 students study-
ing in 99 programs in 40 cities in 27 countries. Concurrently, BU’s 
growing reputation is also reflected in the dramatically rising number 
of applications from abroad, with an international student population 
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at 20% versus 7% a decade ago – the majority hailing from Mainland 
China (40%) and India (10%).2
Although language instruction has a vital, unbroken tradition at 
BU, making it one of the strategic investment foci has brought about 
considerable gains and systemic challenges. Since the early twentieth 
century, graduation from CAS with any major required some knowl-
edge of a language besides English. At every subsequent juncture 
when the curricular importance of foreign language was called into 
question nationally and resulted in the elimination of programs and 
requirements elsewhere, CAS faculty reaffirmed its insistence on sig-
nificant language study, and the access it provides to other cultures 
and people, as integral to an undergraduate liberal arts degree.  Well- 
 known literary scholars, poets, translators and pedagogues teach in 
both the professorial and lecturer ranks. All language programs have 
established student learning outcomes and are instituting assess-
ment plans, which allow them to determine what level of proficiency 
students can reasonably reach in each language program. The levels 
vary by language, and whether or not students pursue language study 
abroad. There are also seven specialty community residences, or lan-
guage houses in Chinese, Classics, French, German, Italian, Japanese, 
and Spanish, which provide spaces for language practice, interaction 
with international students and venues for a plethora of  co- curricular 
events. Faculty members are investigating possibilities for establishing 
others for Arabic and Korean and possibly reviving the now defunct 
Russian house.
Languages offered on a regular basis at the introductory, intermediate, 
and advanced levels have tripled since 1970 and include American Sign 
Language (ASL) housed in the Deaf Studies Program. They are taught 
in four CAS units (African Studies, Classical Studies, Modern Languages 
and Comparative Literature, and Romance Studies), the College of Fine 
Arts, the College of General Studies, the School of Education, and the 
Medical School. The current roster of languages includes some desig-
nated as critical to national security because the demand for proficient 
speakers exceeds supply. Several colleges and schools have a basic lan-
guage requirement, ranging from one to four consecutive semesters in 
a language or equivalent course configurations. In all larger language 
programs, students with prior language training are placed in appro-
priate courses through electronic placement instruments, in smaller 
programs through  face- to- face interviews with instructors. Native speak-
ers of languages other than English have the option of testing out of 
their program’s language requirement by translating or summarizing 
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 audio- visual and written target language material to demonstrate 
 intermediate- level proficiency, unless their application materials are 
unambiguous. Minor and major programs consist of a combination 
of language, culture, film, and literature courses taught both in the 
target language and in English, and some languages offer joint majors 
with Linguistics. There are minor, major, MA and PhD options and the 
School of Education collaborates with CAS to offer the Master of Arts in 
Teaching (MAT) (Table 6.1).
Table 6.1 Language levels, degree options, and  BU- operated study abroad sites
Languages Specialized 
courses
Degree Options  BU- managed Site 
Abroad or external 
program
ASL No Minor N/A
Amharic Yes Minor No
Arabic Yes Minor, MAT Morocco
Chinese Yes Minor, Major, MAT to be 
developed
Mainland China
French Yes Minor, Major, MA(T), PhD France, Switzerland
German Yes Minor, Major Germany
Greek, 
classical
No Minor, Major, MA, PhD N/A
Greek, 
modern
No Minor Greece
Hausa Yes Minor Niger, suspended
Hindi No No No
Hebrew No Minor Israel
Igbo Yes Minor No
Italian Yes Minor, Major Italy
Japanese Yes Minor, Major Japan
Korean No Minor Seoul, external 
Latin No Minor, Major, MA, PhD N/A
Ndebele Under development No
Persian No No No
Portuguese No Minor Brazil
Russian No Minor, Major Moscow, external 
Spanish Yes Minor, Major, MA(T), PhD Argentina, Ecuador, 
Spain, Peru
Swahili Yes Minor Zanzibar
Turkish Yes Minor Istanbul, external 
Twi Under development Ghana
Wolof Yes Minor Senegal
Xhosa Yes Minor South Africa, external 
Zulu Yes Minor South Africa, external 
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From methodist roots to global powerhouse
Boston University’s language programs in historical context
Founded in 1839 as the Newbury Biblical Institute, BU – like so many 
other private Eastern institutions  – has devout origins. Yet, when 
graduates who had studied abroad returned, they rejected the prevail-
ing piety and dilettantism and advocated for the scientific method, 
original research, and specialization as a guiding principles of higher 
education instead (Trommler, 1999, p. 874). One of these returnees was 
theologian and philosopher William Fairfield Warren who had studied 
and taught in Germany and had become fluent enough to publish in 
the language (Kelsey, 2014, p. 84). In 1866, he came back to a country 
marked by social and intellectual upheaval. Institutions of higher edu-
cation, which had remained virtually unchanged since colonial times, 
were challenged by rapid industrialization, urbanization, social mobil-
ity, secularization, and expansion of international trade. A burgeoning 
press also provided unprecedented access to information, popularized 
European scientific debates, and created demand for language instruc-
tion, which lead to the widespread institution of modern language, 
philology, and literature programs in American higher education 
(Trommler, 1999, pp.  867– 69).
Simultaneously, the years following the Civil War had ushered in 
an era of unprecedented philanthropy for private universities,3 and, 
in 1869, the enterprising William F. Warren secured ‘the largest educa-
tional contribution yet made by an American’ (Freeland, 1992, p. 26) 
from a wealthy Boston fish merchant and ship builder. As BU’s first 
president, Warren merged the English liberal arts and sciences with 
the German specialized training model to create a uniquely American 
institution. Convinced of the value of modern language instruction, 
Warren (1893) rejected the English model’s ‘meagerness with respect 
to the modern languages’ in favor of a  four- year language curriculum 
(p. 8). The university’s inaugural faculty roster reveals that language 
instruction  – while primarily housed in CAS  – also happened in the 
College of Agriculture and the School of Theology. Between them, a 
total of 12 faculty members taught both Ancient and Classical lan-
guages as well as French, Italian, German, and Spanish (pp.  58– 59). 
The institution’s Methodist roots also ensured the creation of one of 
America’s first inclusive research universities (p. 6),4 with a significantly 
higher percentage of female students than most other universities at 
the time (Devine & Summerfield, 2013, p. 44).
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On the whole, modern language departments were established in 
American academe through ‘ cross- cultural collisions that forced deep 
changes in the philosophy of education’ (Brodhead, 2004, p.  171), 
which explains why neither the American public nor the educational 
establishment saw language competence as an essential cultural value 
at a time when growing political isolationism set modern languages 
apart from English as foreign. The profession’s own Modern Language 
Association (MLA), founded in 1883, sanctioned alterity from the out-
set by creating two  sub- associations: one for departments of English 
and one for foreign language departments. As professional associations 
endorsed expertise and defined academic standing, scholars began to 
distance themselves from  low- status activities such as language teach-
ing. Already at the dawn of the twentieth century, contributions to 
fledgling language journals clearly reveal a profession on the defensive 
( Hoecherl- Alden, 2003, p.  397) and scholars consciously ‘modeled 
themselves after two respected disciplines: the philological study of 
languages (the history of the language combined with reading texts 
illustrating earlier phases of the language) and classical studies (the 
analysis of literary texts that form part of the canon)’ (Klee, 2000, p. 49).
Despite his insistence on sustained language instruction, BU’s 
Warren also inadvertently laid the groundwork for one of the major 
issues defining American  university- level language education today: 
As research universities began privileging scholarship over teaching, 
he pioneered the now common practice of a paid sabbatical to free 
a scholar from teaching obligations (Devine & Summerfield, 2013, 
p.  43).5 Increasingly, modern language faculty linked professional 
recognition to research achievements, not language teaching. In the 
resulting departmental configuration, humanists taught culture, lit-
erature, history of the language, but not language functions. Yet, since 
students needed  skills- based training for  in- depth engagement with 
second language content, the faculty were eventually segregated into 
graduate and undergraduate, literary scholars, linguists, and language 
pedagogues, with concomitant duties, rights, and privileges. Thus, the 
very traditions that had shaped the research university, combined with 
the devaluation of language pedagogy and practical applications of spo-
ken language, created the instructional hierarchies and institutionalized 
the  language- literature divide that defines modern language programs 
across the country.
Faculty teaching  lower- level courses adopted a  grammar- based cur-
riculum and taught language as a set of morphological and syntactical 
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rules, in an attempt to legitimize themselves as intellectuals (Evans, 
1990, pp.  276– 77). Seen in the context of an academic culture that 
values theoretical knowledge over practical application, language 
textbooks began to shape the  lower- level language curriculum and the 
sequence of discrete grammar points guided students toward applying 
grammatical rules, rather than learning how to communicate. The cur-
riculum’s disassociation from the actual language acquisition process 
did little to promote principled progress toward proficiency, but created, 
as VanPatten (2015) has argued, the prevailing myth that covering the 
textbook material coupled with explicit instruction in grammar and 
vocabulary are essential to mastery (p. 10).
As the  post- World War I  emphasis on Americanization continued 
to devalue language competency in the academy, modern language 
faculty publicly sought to establish the primacy of reading over speak-
ing (Fife, 1929; Powell, 1937) and cemented the textbook approach 
to lower level language instruction. This illustrates why the study of 
classical languages retained status in the academy. As the  reading- based 
approach began to permeate all levels of modern language teaching in 
the interwar years, students learned to analyze short texts preceded by 
 instructor- generated vocabulary lists and grammar explanations – at the 
cost of advanced oral, aural and written language ability (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001, p. 50).
When World War II dramatically highlighted the sudden and enor-
mous need for aural and oral proficiency brought about by America’s 
deficits in intercultural and linguistic abilities it also underscored the 
ineffectiveness of prevalent language teaching practices and ushered in 
the first era of substantial government spending for strategic language 
teaching: The Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP). Designed to pro-
duce skilled interpreters as fast as possible, it represented a significant 
shift toward spoken language in collegiate instruction, and, for a short 
time at least, was ‘a cooperative effort in which teachers of the most var-
ied educational philosophies participated’ (Ornstein, 1956, p. 213). BU 
was one of the first institutions to pursue federal ASTP funding (Kilgore, 
1991, p. 198), uniting both language pedagogues and literary scholars 
in a common goal. They collaborated closely to teach intensive French, 
German and Italian to soldiers and secured the addition of Russian to 
the university’s language programs (Coleman, 1944, p.  86). Students 
worked intensively in the target language with authentic  audio- visual 
material and language drills for a total of 612 hours of instruction over 
a period of  thirty- six weeks (Rogers, 1945, p. 46) and quickly developed 
advanced levels of proficiency.
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When the press sensationalized the  so- called wonder method, the 
public’s adamant queries into the profession’s alleged dereliction in lan-
guage teaching were met by spirited rejoinders from eminent scholars 
(Ornstein, 1956, p. 214). Judging by the flurry of articles that analyzed 
 post- War viability of the  so- called Army Method in the profession’s 
foremost journals6 it was clear, however, that its effectiveness and public 
pressures combined to shake the modern language professoriate to its 
very core. At BU, faculty credited wartime motivation of learners with 
the method’s high rate of success, but were quick to concede that its 
intensity and time commitment made it inapplicable in  post- War insti-
tutional contexts (Meetings, 1944, p. 516). Across the nation, scholars 
adamantly dismissed the emphasis on practical oral proficiency as a 
‘passing fad’ (Pei, 1944, p. 283) and saw the method’s subsidiary posi-
tion of reading and writing as incompatible with the broader objectives 
of a humanistic undergraduate education (Rogers, 1945, p. 44). Some 
conceded, however, that teaching speaking first might very well lead 
to better outcomes in reading literature later (Rose, 1947, p.  19). In 
conclusion, language faculty could no longer ignore that  audio- visual 
course materials, smaller classes, increased contact time, and sustained 
oral practice had yielded greater linguistic results than traditional  text- 
 focused methodologies. Their own students’ demands for  high- level 
oral practice combined with considerable public pressures ensured that 
language faculty found themselves, once again, torn between ubiqui-
tous institutional perceptions of  anti- intellectual utility and the require-
ments of sophisticated literary or philological scholarship.
If the establishment of BU as a uniquely American research institu-
tion came about through philanthropy, domestic social disruptions and 
transatlantic influences in the nineteenth century, its transformation 
into the global institution it is today began in the Second World War 
and its aftermath. The late 1940s and 1950s were defined by  far- reaching 
language curriculum reforms, questions of utility in general education 
debates, and the addition of new foci to  well- established literary studies. 
BU’s institutionalized  non- discriminatory policy brought large numbers 
of diverse, first generation college students to campus on the GI Bill, 
which engendered lively discussions about general education require-
ments. While some institutions eliminated languages from considera-
tion altogether, BU’s language faculty prevailed in  college- wide debates 
and succeeded in cementing language study as a graduation require-
ment (Lipp, 1952) once and for all. BU’s language faculty strove to make 
language instruction more  student- centered and lively (Myron, 1949), 
but also feared that public demands for functional language teaching 
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could render modern languages inferior and subservient to other aca-
demic disciplines (Myron, 1946). In the end, they agreed to safeguard 
the focus on literary analysis by teaching more intensive  skills- based 
language courses with added contact hours in the first and second year 
followed by less  language- focused  upper- level content courses with 
fewer meetings per week (Myron, 1952) – a structure which continues 
to determine the curriculum today.
 Post- war curricula at BU saw the inclusion of new languages, drill 
sessions,  technology- assisted language laboratory practice and language 
for reading courses, primarily designed to help graduate students with 
little or no language preparation gain access to target language texts. 
In 1953, federal funds helped institute one of the first interdisciplinary 
African Studies programs in the United States (Devine & Summerfield, 
2013, p. 44), which first provided opportunities for acquiring Africa’s 
colonial languages (Arabic, French and Portuguese) and later formal-
ized the teaching of major African languages (Amharic, Hausa, Igbo, 
Swahili, Wolof, Xhosa, and Zulu). Since shifting to  skills- based language 
teaching also required higher levels of language proficiency and more 
rigorous pedagogy training, BU’s German faculty developed immer-
sive travel study courses for language teachers (News and Notes, 1957, 
p.  46) and Spanish professors designed, judged and hosted annual 
Spoken Spanish contests for secondary and  post- secondary language stu-
dents to help promote the study of Spanish in New England (Thelen, 
1951). In 1957, after the  so- called Sputnik shock precipitated another 
round of government funding, BU faculty members were again among 
the first to apply. They revitalized existing programs and added special-
ized language courses such as Scientifi c Russian (Ornstein, 1959) to the 
 upper- level literature curriculum.
In the 1970s, the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) pioneered the notion 
of measuring language competence, which gained traction when the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 
founded 1978), supported by a growing body of language acquisi-
tion research, developed standardized assessment measures: First, the 
Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) and later the Reading and Writing 
Proficiency Tests to certify language competence. Yet, despite mul-
tiple rounds of funding, the FSI ascertained that collegiate teaching 
approaches remained wanting, as the majority of language majors did 
not meet minimum ratings for language proficiency (Castañeda, 1978, 
pp.  44– 45), which once again resulted in public scrutiny. Driven by stu-
dent demand and a desire to prove their relevance to the educational 
endeavor, faculty across the country began developing languages for 
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specific purpose courses and  content- based language curricula that went 
beyond literary studies (Brinton et al., 1989; Grosse & Voght, 1991; 
Stryker & Leaver, 1997). The most expansive and innovative was the 
International Engineering Program at the University of Rhode Island 
(founded 1986), a pioneering  five- year double degree program promot-
ing  discipline- based language competency. At the majority of institu-
tions, however, such courses remained isolated and, at most provided 
an alternative to traditional,  grammar- and  literature- based composi-
tion and conversation courses.
When events of September 11, 2001 once again made the nation’s 
language deficit visible by global confrontations (Kramsch, 2005, p. 546), 
renewed public skepticism coupled with the economic downturn pre-
cipitated a spate of kindergarten through adult learning language pro-
gram eliminations. The profession once again engaged in substantive 
soul searching (Commission on the Humanities and Social Sciences, 
2013; MLA, 2007, 2009, 2014), and while insisting that education in 
the  twenty- first century must create ‘expertise in cultures, languages, 
and area studies’ (Commission, 2013, p. 45), they also stated that noth-
ing short of a substantive overhaul of the prevailing ‘narrow model’ of 
undergraduate (MLA, 2007, p. 236) and graduate education (MLA, 2014) 
could address the nation’s language crisis. Only by replacing the ‘the 
 two- tiered  language- literature structure with a broader and more coher-
ent curriculum’ could students achieve ‘deep translingual and transcul-
tural competence’ (MLA, 2007, p.  237), through a curriculum that 
allows for ‘steady progress toward advanced proficiency in the language 
of the major’ and which can only be achieved by teaching ‘content and 
language from start to finish’ (MLA, 2009, p.  291). A   well- articulated 
language curriculum enables students to succeed  inter- culturally and 
ensures they develop an ‘awareness and a respect for difference, as well 
as the  socio- affective capacity to see oneself through the eyes of others’ 
(Kramsch, 2005, p. 553).
Boston University’s language programs at the beginning of 
the  twenty- fi rst century
Despite tumultuous times for language faculty at many public and 
private institutions, BU managed to add, not eliminate, languages to 
its course  line- up. The African Studies program continued offering its 
languages, and Modern Greek was added in the Classics program, but 
the addition of several less commonly taught languages to the Modern 
Foreign Language and Linguistics Department had made the unit 
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too unwieldy. It was subsequently divided into the Romance Studies 
Department which retained the graduate programs in French and 
Spanish, also teaches Italian and Portuguese and houses Linguistics, 
and the Modern Languages and Comparative Literature Department, 
which now offers ten languages, grouped as European (German and 
Russian), Middle Eastern (Arabic, Hebrew, Persian and Turkish) and 
Asian (Chinese, Hindi/Urdu, Japanese and Korean).
In the  twenty- first century, 95% of students in advanced language 
classes no longer pursue training as language and literature profession-
als (Berka & Groll, 2011; MLA, 2007) and multiple surveys indicated 
that students studied languages for a variety of reasons that range from 
fulfilling a basic language requirement; heritage; majoring or minoring; 
majoring in other fields but seek to develop proficiency in a second 
language to enhance career opportunities; to meeting personal desires 
(Brecht & Walton, 1995). At BU, African languages tended to attract stu-
dents who needed a specific language for specific fieldwork assignments 
abroad. More traditional language majors, minors and heritage speakers 
usually found their needs met in the other language departments, but 
there, too, increasingly sought to gain advanced language proficiency 
to become more competitive in the global job market in their primary 
fields. At the same time, tuition costs and student loan debts ensure that 
students can ill afford the luxury of studying for the sake of learning 
and that their courses need to count toward their degree and most see 
improving their second language abilities as a way of securing future 
employment opportunities.
While the profession as a whole debated  proficiency- based assess-
ments,  content- based instruction beyond literary studies, BU’s under-
graduate language programs remained largely predicated upon the 
curricular model instituted in the aftermath of World War II, in which 
‘humanists do research while language specialists provide technical 
support and basic training’ (MLA, 2007, pp.  236– 37). Despite all the evi-
dence to the contrary, even BU’s youngest language programs replicated 
existing curricular and structural models.
Disengagement from national debates on assessment of  proficiency- 
 based language teaching created its own challenges. In language 
departments without language experts, where literary scholars populate 
the tenure track and lecturers teach language, largely separate from 
the  upper- level literature curriculum, traditional notions about language 
teaching and the natural default toward  textbook- based and  grammar- 
 centric curricula tend to predominate across the country, and at BU. 
As a result, most language course titles were generic,  non- descriptive, 
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and gave little indication about course content. In most programs, two 
 third- year language composition and conversation courses were taught 
consecutively, and although some had begun offering other advanced 
 language- focused content courses, they were extraneous and not part 
of specific,  literature- focused major requirements. Despite the fact that 
separation of language use from content has been shown to undermine 
motivation for further language study (Coleman, 2005), some programs 
required up to four advanced courses taught in English for their major. 
With some notable exceptions, contingent faculty therefore exclu-
sively taught the first three levels of language courses, which fed into 
 professor- taught traditional  genre- or  author- focused literature courses.
Lecturers headed each language program, and determined shape and 
content of the first three levels of the curriculum. In an effort to facili-
tate communication between the two groups of faculty, the language 
program head was paired with a literature professor to address class 
scheduling, and ideally guide  section- wide discussions on curriculum 
design and teaching approaches. In reality, the power differential did 
not allow for substantive change, especially in those programs where 
faculty rarely met as a group to look closely at the sequencing of lan-
guage functions and content in the entire curriculum.  Professorial- rank 
faculty seldom communicated their goals for the major to each other, 
let alone to contract faculty. Since both faculty groups tended to have 
divergent educational backgrounds, training, and teaching approaches, 
the language programs lacked focused preparation or coherent stages in 
a progression toward shared, clearly identified objectives. In organiza-
tional behavior studies, such a silo mentality borne of bifurcation has 
been known to reduce efficiency, adversely affect morale and create 
conflicted leadership structures that neither foster collaboration nor 
incentivize change (Gleason & Rozo, 2013). Within this departmental 
structure, students, whose primary goal it is to be able to communicate 
in the languages they study, found themselves confronted with widely 
varying pedagogical approaches, assessment designs and expectations. 
As a result, the attrition rate after the fourth semester of language study 
hovered around 80% in all of BU’s language programs.
Creating an institutional framework for reform
Several well publicized and  far- reaching language program overhauls 
provide blueprints for establishing proficiency benchmarks, articulating 
student learning outcomes, integrating assessment procedures, develop-
ing applied language tracks, and bridging the  language- literature divide 
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have garnered national attention (see, for example: Byrnes et al., 2010; 
Maxim et al., 2013; Pfeiffer & Byrnes, 2009). As  upper- level enrollments 
continued to decline, BU’s administration sought ways of affecting 
change in the university’s language departments.
The preparatory steps for reform included the following, outlined in 
greater detail below:
• the creation of two new and modification of an existing third posi-
tion designed to assist with language instruction and curriculum 
development;
• reduction of class sizes and a substantial classroom technology 
upgrade;
• sustained professional development for language faculty;
• systematized course rotations, materials design, and curricular col-
laboration across language sections;
• adjustment to workloads of program heads or section coordinators to 
reflect administrative assignments;
• a change in language faculty recruitment and institution of a promo-
tion ladder for  non- tenure track faculty; and
• the revision of the funding structure and training for graduate teach-
ing fellows.
The apparent need for  trans- departmental leadership and infusion of 
pedagogical expertise lead to the creation of the position of Assistant 
Dean and Director of Language Instruction, whose mandate it is to 
help reform language programs across CAS. The two largest language 
programs jointly recruited an administrator cum contract faculty 
member at the Professor of the Practice level to guide curricular inno-
vation, facilitate communication between Study Abroad programs 
and language sections as well as provide faculty training. The Director 
works – as needed – with individual faculty members, entire language 
sections, and across departments. A second position, entitled Assistant 
Director of Language Instruction, focuses on promoting language learn-
ing opportunities. For example, suggestions for incoming students 
with German language abilities might include familiarizing themselves 
with Turkish, the language of Germany’s largest minority, for students with 
French language background interested in the Middle East or Africa to 
add Arabic or Wolof, or those with significant high school Spanish to 
consider Portuguese. The Assistant Director also coordinates appropriate 
placement together with the language heads. And, when the previous 
director retired, a changed job description for the Director of the Geddes 
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Language Center7 secured the recruitment of an administrator with an 
advanced language degree who provides technical support and train-
ing and also helps faculty conceptualize flipped instruction or hybrid 
course development in languages, literatures, cultures, and film. In 
addition to their administrative duties, all three also teach their respec-
tive languages, ensuring they stay abreast of current language teaching 
methodologies and have  first- hand experience with the changing  make- 
 up of BU’s student body. They collaborate closely with one another, 
with all language faculty, and with a grants administrator, who helps 
faculty acquire external funding for language study.
As a large urban university, BU’s classroom space is at a premium and 
dictates less than the five contact hours for lower level language courses. 
In an attempt to offset resulting proficiency deficits and provide more 
practice, the college maintains caps on language class sizes. A maximum 
of 18 students in Romance and 16 in other modern languages at the  100- 
and  200- level and 15 across the board in all higher levels facilitate fully 
inclusive classroom learning. In addition, a substantial instructional 
technology upgrade ensures that almost all classrooms are appropriately 
outfitted to allow teachers and students to work with presentational 
software and authentic  audio- visual material. However, pressures on 
appropriately configured classroom space have forced some  lower- level 
courses that should be offered four times a week to meet twice a week. 
It has hindered further efforts at class size reductions, especially for 
those languages requiring more intensive practice time to mastery for 
native speakers of English, and questions of instructional accessibility 
are supported by a recently launched,  institution- wide Digital Learning 
Initiative, which provides funding to faculty interested in  technology- 
 based language teaching. Thus, hybrid course development and flipped 
instruction initiatives provide students with additional  out- of- class 
practice, alleviates the pressure on classroom space, and, in turn, forges 
close collaborations between language faculty and the Geddes Language 
Center staff.
Until recently, BU recruited lecturers locally and provided little 
opportunity for significant professional development. This, combined 
with nominal stipends for coordination assignments, understand-
ably resulted in stagnant,  textbook- based language curricula. Language 
faculty also had no common language to speak about their teaching 
and program goals. Smaller classes and the changing  make- up of BU’s 
student body, the institution’s AAU membership, nationally recruited 
faculty conversant with current language pedagogy, and incoming lan-
guage learners who bring familiarity with ACTFL standards combined to 
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create a mismatch between the traditional  teacher- centered,  grammar- 
 based and  text- focused approach to instruction and the urgent need 
for significant faculty training became evident. In 2010, when ACTFL’s 
annual conference was held in Boston and the Assistant Dean assumed 
her post, CAS supported the entire language faculty’s attendance, signal-
ing a sea change. Up to this point, the majority of BU’s faculty had never 
participated in a regional or national language convention, and upon 
returning to campus, colleagues met in a series of brown bag lunch talks 
to share what they had learned – a tradition which has continued and 
has created opportunities for collaboration and training across language 
sections and departments. Faculty in all language departments now rou-
tinely present their work at regional and national conferences and share 
what they learn from peers in their sections and beyond.
Concurrently, reliance on federal funding in times of austerity, rising 
tuition costs, tenuous job placements of graduates, and institutional 
budget constraints also brings about a growing emphasis on account-
ability and infuses a dose of pragmatism into redesigning curricula. 
Although some faculty caution against ceding ‘the imperative for devel-
oping multilingual expertise’ to security experts (Pratt, 2004, p.  16) 
and other government agencies, at BU, such federal funds continue to 
augment institutional support for African language programs, supports 
professional development for teachers in Arabic, Chinese, Portuguese 
and Turkish as well as training ROTC students in languages deemed 
critical to national security.8 As federal funds provided faculty in less 
commonly taught languages with opportunities to pursue full  four- day 
OPI training, CAS organized several  two- day OPI familiarization work-
shops in English for  full- time language faculty in all remaining language 
programs. One to two faculty members from each language group also 
attended  follow- up workshops to provide additional training in back-
ward design and help shift perspectives toward formulating end goals, 
decide how students provide evidence of their learning, and finally 
design their curriculum to help students learn what is needed to be suc-
cessful (McTighe & Thomas, 2003). Growing familiarity with language 
acquisition research and understanding that language students do not 
progress steadily or at the same pace in their proficiency, but tend to 
hit a plateau of sorts (Richards, 2008) as well as deeper knowledge of 
 outcomes- based curriculum design concepts has helped develop more 
widespread understanding of the basic tenets of communicative and 
 proficiency- based language instruction. Instructors now also have a 
common conceptual framework to discuss their curricular goals within 
their own sections and across languages.
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Targeted professional development,  section- wide and interdepart-
mental curriculum discussions also create mechanisms for collabora-
tion on determining linkages between instructional levels, designing 
 proficiency- based assessments and evaluation rubrics. In most sections, 
language faculty now habitually share syllabi and course materials and 
collaborate closely on designing new ones. The recent initiatives have 
also clearly helped prepare language faculty to engage in a  university- 
 wide student learning outcomes and assessment project. Using ACTFL’s 
proficiency scale and the FSI’s compilation of approximate time to 
functional proficiency as a guideline,9 BU’s language faculty developed 
proficiency outcomes and appropriate assessment parameters for the 
first four semesters, while the  professorial- rank faculty developed out-
comes for the minor and the major. The division of labor clearly still 
runs along the  language- literature fault line, but departments are united 
in letting incoming students know which reading, writing and speak-
ing proficiency levels and what types of humanities content they can 
reasonably expect to master upon graduation.
Currently, most lecturers teach three courses per semester, even if 
they have significant coordination responsibilities, for which they 
receive stipends in varying amounts. In the two largest programs, 
Spanish and French, the heads already had two course releases per year 
and a stipend. While some progress has been made in providing heads 
of the next set of larger language programs with course releases, a more 
systematic and equitable approach to workload distribution must still 
be found. In some cases, CAS has provided targeted course releases for 
specifically identified curriculum projects, but the fact remains that 
contract faculty undertake major curriculum projects, the development 
of  technology- enhanced modules or creation of flipped instructional 
videos largely during the summer and often without appropriate remu-
neration or possibility of paid leaves of absence. This, combined with 
the fact that BU’s lecturer salaries are well below the national average, 
makes it harder to affect  large- scale curricular reform across languages 
and BU’s administration is discussing the possibility of developing some 
kind of course release matrix to avoid faculty burnout and make coordi-
nation assignments more attractive.
Faculty members are slowly moving away from  grammar- centric, 
 textbook- based language teaching and are designing new courses to 
meet rapidly changing student needs. Chinese, German, Italian and 
Spanish now offer courses in languages for professional purposes. 
 Lower- level courses in Arabic and Chinese require students to interact 
with their peers through blogs and  upper- level courses in the same 
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languages guide students to analyze print and  audio- visual media. 
Advanced Japanese students have the opportunity to take an inten-
sive interpretation and translation course and Portuguese and Turkish 
instructors collaborate with surrounding immigrant communities to 
provide  real- life immersion experiences in  community- based learning. 
Chinese and Spanish faculty offer courses based on theatrical perfor-
mance. Portuguese has developed courses for speakers of Spanish and 
heritage speakers, who are also served by specific courses in Chinese, 
Korean and Spanish. German faculty recruit Science majors to their 
program by teaching them how to communicate scientific findings 
to lay people, while Spanish students follow in Darwin’s footsteps 
and learn to discuss science and geography. French students engage 
with graphic novels and study their impact on popular culture, while 
Russian and Hebrew courses explore the role music plays in social 
activism and popular culture. Chinese and Hebrew also offer advanced 
courses on cultural identity and food. Based on the notion of a ‘lan-
guage acquisition plateau’ (Richards, 2008), Spanish radically reformed 
the conventional third year composition and conversation sequence 
and students now have the option to choose two thematically different 
 language- focused, writing intensive courses, which roughly fall into 
the following categories: Literature and the Arts, Translation, Spanish 
for the Professions, Theater and Performance, and Film. This approach 
allows students to  self- select according to their personal preferences 
and individual instructors to bring their own strengths to the topic 
rather than adhering to a generic,  grammar- based curriculum designed 
by someone else. The French, German and Italian programs are follow-
ing suit.
On the digital frontier, Korean, Turkish and Zulu faculty are develop-
ing hybrid versions of introductory language classes and sharing their 
templates with interested colleagues and a Japanese lecturer is develop-
ing an advanced online Kanji class  – all intended to meet identified 
regional needs beyond the confines of the institution. In Spanish, 
flipped instruction allows  first- year students to study and practice 
grammar outside of class and spend more  in- class time speaking and 
listening. A  recent comparison between this and a more traditionally 
taught class at the same level revealed more rapid progress in all four 
skills in the former. Three Spanish instructors are also currently devel-
oping a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) for Advanced Placement 
Spanish, funded by EdX and supported by BU’s Digital Learning Initiative. 
All of these efforts have underscored the need for a  full- time educational 
technologist conversant with language pedagogy.
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As designing  language- focused courses – with or without  technology – 
does not yield the institutional recognition that helps further their 
tenure case, very few  professorial- rank faculty members teach or 
engage in curriculum reform at that level. Consequently, the vast 
majority of language students are taught by contingent faculty and 
BU’s language departments now conduct  nation- wide rather than local 
searches for  full- time language lecturers. BU can advertise a career path 
for contract faculty which parallels that of  professorial- rank faculty 
minus the research expectations, and allows them to progress in incre-
ments of five years, to senior and  master- level ranks with longer con-
tracts and pay increases, provided they maintain excellence in teaching 
and commit to outreach or service. Sustained professional develop-
ment opportunities, recent curricular changes and the promotion 
option have allowed the departments to develop more stringent search 
parameters, and although BU’s salaries for contract faculty are signifi-
cantly lower than regional or AAU peer institution levels, the reality 
of the academic job market and the diversity of language offerings has 
nevertheless enabled the university to attract talented, superbly trained 
faculty. This combination of factors has undeniably brought a new 
sense of creativity and energy to departmental discussions on curricular 
innovations. Since French and Spanish lecturers who coordinate  multi- 
 section language courses are also responsible for graduate student train-
ing, a significant change in graduate student funding also goes hand in 
hand with casting a wider net to recruit  top- notch lecturers and more 
recently hired language faculty bring the expertise necessary to teach 
graduate pedagogy seminars.
While the graduate curriculum largely remains predicated upon ‘a 
narrative of replication’ (MLA, 2014, p.  2)  – at least with regard to 
course content, research focus, and expectation for job placement in 
 tenure- track positions at top tier institutions  – preparation for class-
room instruction has shifted from ‘a teacher training paradigm’ toward 
a professional development model (Allen & Maxim, 2013, p. xviii). The 
new pedagogy courses  de- emphasize methods and techniques and focus 
more on a  research- based understanding of language pedagogy (Pfeiffer, 
2002). Rather than teaching up to two courses per semester, graduate 
students spend their first year at BU without any teaching responsibili-
ties. They begin preparing for their role in the institution’s undergradu-
ate educational enterprise through a pedagogy seminar on the theory 
and practice of  proficiency- and  standards- based language instruction 
in their second semester at BU. During the course of the semester, they 
observe carefully chosen language instructors teaching a variety of 
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languages  – both in languages the graduate students understand and 
in languages they do not know. They then analyze teaching techniques 
and assessment strategies and class discussions help guide them to think 
beyond teaching with  textbook- based materials. In their third term and 
first semester of teaching, graduate students take a second course, focus-
ing on assessment and providing numerous ‘opportunities for deeper 
engagement with technology’ (MLA, 2014, p. 15), and, as they advance 
to the third year language program, have the opportunity to teach an 
advanced content or introductory literature course alongside an experi-
enced  professorial- rank faculty member or lecturer.
The changes in graduate student teacher preparation are also a prom-
ising first step in overcoming the  two- tiered departmental structure 
and opening up communication between language pedagogues and 
literature scholars on teaching goals and approaches to curriculum 
design. However, the lack of basic knowledge about language acquisi-
tion among the language faculty – regardless of rank – is, as VanPatten 
(2015) ascertains, exacerbated by the refusal to acknowledge language 
expertise as a valid scholarly specialty and the inability to train and 
educate graduate students with the requisite expertise to fully under-
stand how to fashion a curriculum that helps develop proficiency 
(pp.  7– 9). The current departmental configuration is not only detrimen-
tal to undergraduate retention, but also substantially colors graduate 
students’ socialization and professional development as they progress 
through their program and precludes them from mentoring and super-
vising their novice graduate colleagues (Willis &  Negueruela- Azarola, 
2010, pp.  388– 89). Despite the erosion of the academic job market10 
and adverse effects on the training of effective  scholar- teachers (Allen & 
Maxim, 2013; MLA, 2014; Pfeiffer, 2002; Willis &  Negueruela- Azarola, 
2010), the persistent bifurcation also precludes graduate instructors from 
making substantive contributions to the undergraduate courses they 
teach or prepare them to communicate their teaching approaches in 
terms of goals, outcomes and assessment strategies to prospective 
employing departments.
After the initial reform measures, and in accordance with best 
practices at AAU peer institutions, BU’s Classics, Modern Languages 
and Romance Studies departments all recently underwent external 
reviews. For the two modern language departments, the visiting teams 
confirmed that the entrenched departmental bifurcation affects com-
munication between the two faculty groups, student recruitment, 
advising, retention, and curriculum reform efforts. Since both faculty 
groups operate virtually independently of one another, much needed 
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
cha06.indd   132 8/25/2015   8:58:20 PM
Proof
University 133
 in- depth discussions of program goals, curricular structure, pedagogi-
cal approaches, objectives, assessments and effective advising remain 
harder to achieve. Some language programs have wholeheartedly 
embraced the notion  outcomes- oriented instruction, in others resent-
ment at the relative fast pace of change lingers, but have nevertheless 
opened up spaces for discussion that did not exist before.
Looking to the future
BU’s potential for developing  cutting- edge language programs is enor-
mous and recent developments have undoubtedly paved the way for 
sweeping change. All language programs are currently in some stage 
of transformation, which creates unique opportunities for innovating 
both undergraduate and graduate education. Most language faculty also 
now regularly collaborate to review, update and share course materials, 
close caption or annotate authentic videos, design assessment instru-
ments and analyze the efficacy of instructional approaches. Their efforts 
are systematically supported through pedagogy and technology train-
ing opportunities. However, since language proficiency develops over 
time – faster for Romance than for other languages11 – faculty in each 
language section must reconcile divergent instructional approaches in 
the lower and upper levels to ensure effective and efficient progress 
toward  advanced- level language abilities. Each language program must 
therefore institute a ‘systematic and coherent approach to language 
learning that spans the entire program of study’ (Maxim et al., 2013, 
p.  2), in order to create a  well- articulated, carefully sequenced and 
spiraled curriculum, that also meets the changing needs of incoming 
students.
BU’s Frederick S. Pardee School of Global Studies (founded 2014) is 
mulling a more expansive language requirement for its Area Studies and 
International Relations majors, providing the language programs with 
a unique opportunity to attract students who have professional reasons 
for wanting to achieve more advanced language proficiency. In addition, 
20% of BU students studying abroad are  non- humanities students, and 
that number is growing. All of these students need content courses that 
are not only focused on literary or film analysis, because they clearly 
understand that ‘multilingual communication is intrinsic to today’s sci-
entific collaboration and progress’ and job placement (Globalization & 
Localization Association, 2013, Inclusion of Language in STEM, para. 3). 
The high job placement rate of graduates from the global Science and 
Engineering programs at the universities of Northern Arizona or Rhode 
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Island clearly demonstrates that students in  non- humanities fields who 
also have a degree in modern languages and literatures ‘are technically 
adept as well as linguistically and culturally savvy, and find themselves 
optimally prepared for the global market place’ (Berka & Groll, 2011, 
p.  2). By developing ‘greater clarity of written and oral expression, 
critical and analytic reasoning abilities, and the creativity to think out-
side the box’  non- humanities language students acquire precisely ‘those 
habits of mind and abilities to interpret, communicate and synthesize 
facts into knowledge’ they need to navigate an  ever- changing, global 
economy ( Hoecherl- Alden & Griffin, 2014, p. 28).
Recruiting  non- humanities students into BU’s language programs, 
which are battling with diminishing enrollments in  upper- level lit-
erature courses, is both a chance and a significant challenge. Although 
advanced language for special purpose courses have similarities to tra-
ditional  upper- level culture and literature offerings, the needs and goals 
of the learners are different and the emphasis on the development of 
communicative skills and linguistic accuracy sets them apart (Grosse & 
Voght, 1991, p.  182). Many BU faculty therefore remain reluctant 
to allow advanced students to substitute a few literature with more 
advanced applied language courses, and in some cases, they would 
prefer these students to take a literature course in translation instead. 
However, programs across the country have shown, that given the 
opportunity to receive some  content- based language training,  non- 
 humanities students also enroll in advanced literature courses taught in 
the target language, which prepare them to ‘cope with the more sophis-
ticated forms of literary registers’ as they progress in their language 
proficiency (Kramsch, 2013, p. 6).
Clearly, developing ‘a coherent,  well- articulated, and  content- driven 
curriculum’ invariably challenges ‘ long- held and comfortable tradi-
tions’ (Maxim et al., 2013, p. 5), mainly because accommodating  non- 
 humanities students also requires faculty to essentially  re- think their 
traditionally  text- focused and  instructor- centric approach to teaching 
literature ( Hoecherl- Alden & Griffin, 2014, pp.  22– 28). Reconfigured 
appropriately, however, BU’s language programs have the potential to 
ensure the formal study of language, literature and cultural content 
in all courses, from start to finish (MLA, 2009). Formulating learning 
goals and instituting transparent outcomes assessments provides oppor-
tunities for creating pathways toward language degrees that include 
regularly offered  non- literary advanced language, in addition to target 
language literature courses. As incoming students understand where 
coursework will take them and when, and what they will be able to do 
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in the language and know about the culture when they graduate (for a 
possible model, see  NCSSFL- ACTFL, 2013) the language programs will 
attract more, not less students to their  upper- level courses and possibly 
even their majors. This will, in turn, help stem the further erosion of 
the humanities. If undertaken in a principled and thoughtful fashion, 
these reforms will also provide the key to overcoming the cultural 
divide through students’ progress in proficiency, a carefully sequenced 
curriculum and within the department.
In the academy, language programs ‘represent the only segment in 
the humanities that empowers students to become readers, listeners, or 
viewers’ who understand ‘how foreign language speakers contact and 
influence one another in cultural and multicultural frameworks’ and 
serve a bridge function to the social sciences and arts as well (Swaffar & 
Arens, 2005, p. 5). The chance for innovation is therefore too important 
to squander. One way to foster a  department- wide understanding of 
language acquisition, overcome opposition to  skills- focused  upper- level 
courses, and develop effective target language teaching capabilities at all 
levels is to extend pedagogy training to all faculty – regardless of rank. 
In looking ahead, it may be time to hark back to those instances in BU’s 
history, where language faculty were at the forefront of innovation and 
collaborated across ranks to achieve a common goal: advanced translin-
gual and transcultural proficiency for their graduates.
Notes
1. www.bu.edu/president/ strategic- plan/plan.shtml, retrieved March 3, 2015.
2. Brown, R. (2015). ‘Address to the council of chairs and directors in the College 
of Arts and Sciences’, February 4. Author’s notes.
3. 1865, Western Union founder Ezra Cornell; 1873 shipping and railroad mag-
nate Cornelius Vanderbilt; 1876 Baltimore business man Johns Hopkins; 1885 
railroad tycoon A. Leland Stanford; 1900 Andrew Carnegie funded what is 
today Carnegie Mellon University; and Isaac Rich, whose gift founded Boston 
University, but which, for obvious reasons, does not carry his name.
4. Boston University was the first to award a PhD to a woman (Helen Magill 
White, 1877), graduated the first  African- American psychiatrist (Solomon 
Carter Fuller, 1897), hired the first  African- American Dean of Marsh Chapel, 
Howard Thurman (1953), and counts among its alumni Dr. Martin Luther 
King (graduated 1955).
5. Warren granted a young Alexander Graham Bell the time off to research and 
paid him a year’s salary in advance. It was from his Boston University labora-
tory that he made his first telephone transmission.
6. See, for example, articles in Hispania 28(1), 1945; The French Review 21(2), 
1947; The Modern Language Journal 32(3), 1948; and an entire issue of the 
German Quarterly 17(4), 1944.
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 7. Aptly named for James Geddes Jr, one of BU’s most beloved and prolific 
professors in Romance languages, and equally adept at literary scholarship, 
language teaching, translation, and textbook authorship.
 8. Most notably, through Title VI, STARTALK and Project GO.
 9. Language categories, difficulty rankings and estimated time to profi-
ciency. Retrieved Dec. 30, 2014 from www.effectivelanguagelearning.
com/ language- guide/ language- difficulty.
 10. ‘In 1975, 70% of the faculty held a  full- time position, and well over half held 
tenure or were on the tenure track; today half the faculty hold a  part- time 
appointment, and only 29.8% hold tenure or are on the tenure track’ (MLA, 
2014, p. 5).
 11. Languages taught at BU using the FSI categories, difficulty rankings and 
estimated time to proficiency: Category I  –  575– 600 hours of intensive, 
 small- class instruction: French, Italian, Portuguese & Spanish; Category 
Ia  – 750 hours: German; Category II  – 900 hours: Swahili; Category 
III – 1100 hours: Amharic, Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Persian, Russian, Turkish, 
Xhosa, Zulu; Category IV  – 2200 hours: Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean. Retrieved Dec. 30, 2014 from www.effectivelanguagelearning.
com/ language- guide/ language- difficulty.
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